Lago Agrio (Nueva Loja), Ecuador: A Strategic Black Spot?
Lago Agrio, a squat oil town carved abruptly out of forest 40 years ago, is a hub for the Ecuadorian military, off duty Colombian fighters, narcotraffickers, and informants whose presence has turned the dusty town into a jungle Casablanca-only without glamour and romance.
-Philip Sherwell 1 Lago Agrio is a hidden ungoverned territory or "black spot" in eastern Ecuador that has tremendous influence in the region. 2 The emergence of a new hybrid of state and non-state transnational criminal and terrorist organizations in the Lago Agrio region pose a security threat to the United States and international community. Lago Agrio, officially known as Nueva Loja, is one of the most important cities in Ecuador. 3 Its importance comes from the discovery of oil in the 1960s and current ongoing oil extraction that occurs today.
Lago Agrio serves as a major "gateway" into the Amazon region and the Colombian provinces where its geographical position serves as a major hub connecting
Colombia and the Amazon region to Ecuadorian infrastructure and ports for exportation to United States and European markets. For the last two decades, there is proof that this region is being used to support illicit activity and is growing in importance. This almost lawless area is a haven for the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and Transnational Organized Criminals (TOC), serving as a major hub in a pipeline that moves not only cocaine and weapons, but also humans, precursor chemicals, and hundreds of millions of dollars each year.
The whole jungle Province of Sucumbíos is a "black spot" region and the provincial capital of Lago Agrio is the central node to this "black spot" region. Over the past decade there has been a steady increase of FARC activity along the Colombian-Ecuadorian border most likely caused by the successes of "Plan
Colombia." There is also an increase in the number of drug producing labs found in
Ecuador giving evidence that Ecuador is moving from a transit country to a drugproducing country. Organized illegal narcotics operations in Colombia penetrate across
Ecuador's shared border, where thousands of Colombians also cross to escape the violence in their home country causing a huge refugee humanitarian crisis for Ecuador.
Ecuador always had a major role in being a Colombian drug cartel transient shipping point, but appears to have slowly evolved into more of cocaine producing Lago Agrio (Nueva Loja) 3 country, FARC support zone, and a safe haven for TOC and terrorist. For the last two decades the FARC has used settlements across the border in the Lago Agrio region for logistics, staging, and recreation with tacit approval from the Ecuadorian military and government officials. By the amount of drug labs found, especially in the last five years, there appears to be an almost constant movement of cocaine out of Colombia and the reciprocal movement of chemical precursors, food, medicine, clothing, arms and whatever else the FARC require into Colombia from Ecuador.
The Significance of Ecuador and Lago Agrio
Ecuador is a failing state suffering from political polarization and the threat of violence. It suffers from a high level of corruption that has weakened the institutions of the state and does not have the military and logistical capacity to secure its border with Colombia. 5 Although a Republic, Ecuador is a very weak state with weak democratic governance that has enormous implications for regional security and for the United
States. Ecuador has enjoyed 27 years of civilian rule, yet its democracy remains fragile.
Being a self proclaimed "Bolivarian" state, Ecuador espouses 21 st century socialism that is hostile towards free market reforms, the United States as a regional power, and traditional liberal democratic concepts. 6 None of the previous three elected presidents have finished their terms in office, and eight presidents have served over the last decade. The overall impact that Ecuador's political climate is best summarized by author Gabriel Marcella:
Ecuadorians have had an especially difficult political and economic time recently. In the past 10 years, the country has had eight presidents, corruption has rooted deeply, poverty has increased, and a strong indigenous political movement has developed to question traditional politics. Democracy has been deeply delegitimized by the political class. Given the influx of drugs and organized crime infiltrating the border from Colombia and a lack of stable jobs, employment possibilities, and education in the region, its inhabitants are more likely than not to turn to some form of delinquency in order to achieve an adequate income. 15 Further supporting that Lago Agrio is a "black spot," is the fact that there is very Transnational Organized Crime (TOC) Groups
There are numerous TOC activities taking place in Lago Agrio. The majority centers on smuggling illicit drugs and contraband ranging from weapons to exotic animals. However, the most dominate illegal activity is drug-trafficking by these TOC "drug cartel" groups. Drug trafficking has become a very significant threat to peace, stability and security in the Lago Agrio communities. This activity increases corruption, criminality, and is a radical political, economic, and social destabilizing factor. For the last 20 years, there is increasing evidence that Lago Agrio is a "lawless region" that is dominated by organized criminals who are exploiting this decisive terrain for the transit of cocaine and the reverse smuggling of weapons to arm the FARC and chemical precursors needed for cocaine production in Colombian laboratories. These drug cartels along with the FARC forces have long reaching contacts out to a worldwide network that inter-connects their activities globally.
With the increased operational-tempo of "Plan Colombia" which started in 2000, there has been an increase in movement of narco-trafficking activities to Colombia's border regions and externally within bordering countries. This activity has continued to grow over the last decade and now Ecuadorian officials fear that Ecuador is turning from being primarily a transit country into a cocaine-producing nation. This assessment is supported by the fact that the last two drug labs found where not in border regions but in central Ecuadorian locations.
On July 15, 2009, a drug lab containing a metric ton of cocaine earmarked for shipment to Spain was discovered and dismantled in the Ecuadorian Province of El Oro.
Also later that year, police seized 3.83 metric tons of cocaine and dismantled the largest refining and production lab ever discovered in Ecuador, located at San Vicente del Tingo in Cotopaxi Province. It is assessed that 40 metric tons of cocaine were produced monthly at this lab for an estimated street value of $980 million dollars.
Evidence from this operation currently points to an Ecuadorian-Colombian drug cartel alliance with linkages to international connections. Lago Agrio was one of the main "hubs" for this network's operations. 24 Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC)
The FARC practically rule the Lago Agrio region. According to some residents and soldiers of the Ecuadorian Army, the region is almost totally dependent on the Colombian guerrilla FARC fighters. To most inhabitants, the FARC is viewed as an "allpowerful miracle maker" who provides money and job opportunities for impoverished outlying areas where the FARC has made the Lago Agrio region their strategic "port" for stockpiling supplies and for resting. 25 
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The FARC without question, have power and influence in this area, and tend to impose their own set of informal rules among the population that extend deeper into Sucumbíos Province. In some cases the FARC forcefully impose rules and in other cases the people cooperate by answering to an economic need. In the townships of Santa Rosa, Santa Elena, Pacayacu, and General Farfan (all just north of Lago Agrio), the inhabitants tell how the FARC impose their own laws by enforcing a mandatory curfew that does not allow residents to move about after 6:00 PM each day for safety reasons. 26 There also appears to be constant intelligence collection activities taking place where anyone cooperating with legitimate security forces, are dealt with internally by retribution and violence. Throughout the area, corruption is rampant and the FARC enjoy a large network of informants.
It is estimated that the FARC produce more than two-thirds of the world's cocaine and is rapidly strengthening its ties with international drug cartels, in particular with This was the inevitable proof that the FARC had been using Ecuadorian territory for years to rest, train, resupply, and command and control operations inside Colombia and were mixing with other internationals.
With the success of "Plan Colombia" the FARC threat appears to have migrated even deeper into the bordering countries of Ecuador, Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela. The
Commander of the Ecuadorian Napo Jungle Brigade, General Fabian Narvaez, who is responsible for protecting the border with Colombia, confirmed to the Colombian newspaper, El Tiempo:
The FARC have changed their strategy and are now trying to confuse themselves among the refugees, peasants, and merchants in the border settlements, so that from there, they can maintain a logistic network that allows the trafficking of drugs, arms, and subsidized fuels. 33 The FARC have an elaborate illicit Intelligence Service and a very good informant system with the local populous that assists with supporting all types of nefarious activity. This type of "embedded" early warning system and corrupt Ecuadorian security forces is why Colombian President Uribe attacked; fully knowing FARC leader Raul Reyes was inside Ecuadorian territory, without notifying Ecuadorian President Correa. This activity continues with a more active covert presence of FARC guerrillas that are more and more blending in with the local population.
General Navarez went on to report that "under the cover of human rights activism," many FARC guerrillas have "legalized themselves," by claiming to be displaced people. With the assistance of the controversial Latin America Human Rights Association, these displaced people were indiscriminately handed out 5,000 ID cards to facilitate their stay in Ecuadorian territory. Navarez affirms that these "displaced peasants" have been given cameras, video recorders, and communications equipment that they have used to create an information network where they try to gather evidence on the patterns of behavior of the Ecuadorian military forces. There is controversy over if the FARC can be classified as a terrorist group. 36 The U.S. State Department and European Union does because they are a major source of money laundering and assist in the exportation of drugs world-wide. Colombia also classifies the FARC as a terrorist organization because it considers narcotics a national security threat because the FARC obtain their money from an "international narcotics economy" to conduct war against the Colombian state and its people. However, the Ecuadorian government refuses to label the FARC a terrorist organization, politically preferring to refer to them as "irregular forces." 37 Regardless, there is a nexus between FARC and TOC networks near Lago Agrio because they are one in the same. In addition, as a result of transnational terrorism, illicit drug and weapon trafficking, "narco-terrorism" is rampant and there are multiple ways to connect terrorist groups back to the drug trade. Alliances exist at both ends of the continuum, with TOC groups seeking alliances with terrorist organizations, both for short term and long term agreements usually used to gain expert knowledge, money laundering, counterfeiting, bomb making, operational support, and access to smuggling networks. 38 The FARC, TOC groups, and terrorist networks use the same smuggling routes, Ecuador and the drug money is easily laundered in Ecuador's "dollarized" economy.
Lago Agrio serves as a hub since it has the infrastructure and a road network that connects it to the much sought after Ecuadorian ports of Guayaquil, Manta, and
Esmeraldas.
Weapons Proliferation
Ecuador plays an important transshipment role for arms traffic to Colombia's armed groups. Just as Ecuador's natural geography, road network and infrastructure are used to move drugs to its Pacific coastal ports, conventional arms primarily sourced from Central America reach Ecuador through these reverse transshipment routes.
According to a former FARC fighter, "Ecuador has become the center of the black market in weapons smuggling for insurgent groups operating in Colombia, and the best client for these weapons is the FARC." The exploitation and smuggling of natural resources is another huge issue for
Ecuador. According to Ecuadorian and U.S. officials, Colombian cocaine cartels are tapping into pipelines in the Lago Agrio border area and stealing with impunity, thousands of gallons a day of "white gas" or petroleum ether, a byproduct of oil drilling.
This product can be upgraded to gasoline, but cocaine makers like to use it in its native form to process raw coca into cocaine. Of all the solvents that can be used to fuel cocaine refining processes, "white gas" is sought after since it is the cleanest and most abundant. It is estimated that of the 10,000 gallons of "white gas" crossing into Colombia daily, some 70 percent ends up in cocaine laboratories. 51 Common theft is a huge issue which is sanctioned by the attitude of "the law of the jungle"-meaning that anything goes, every man is for himself, where only the strongest survive. This attitude manifests itself into a desire for anyone to turn a profit. 
Societal Impacts
The Lago Agrio region is the biggest entry corridor for Colombian immigrants and refugees fleeing to Ecuador from the bordering Putumayo and Narino Provinces after being affected in an endless war involving paramilitary forces and narco-traffickers.
This ongoing conflict has created a huge "spill-over" effect and humanitarian refuge crisis for Ecuador with an estimated 150,000 people seeking refuge in Ecuador over the past decade. By the end of 2012, there were 55,791 who officially seeked asylum and.
98 percent of these recognized refugees were Colombian. From January to June 2012, an estimated 1,500 Colombians entered Ecuador monthly and it is estimated that on a yearly basis, there will be an additional 18,000 asylum seekers entering the border regions annually. 53 
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The Lago Agrio region receives the largest influx of these refugees and also presents many logistical and security challenges for humanitarian work. Ecuadorian military officials fear Colombian FARC rebels are also streaming in, using the refugees as cover. There is a security concern because the threat groups are not easily recognized and during the day, these refugees can be dressed in civilian clothes, but at night that same person could wear camouflage. 54 Ecuador has one of the most lax visa policies in the world and the Illicit human trafficking is a growing business. Chinese, Indian, and African human smuggling networks are increasingly using Ecuador as a major transient hub since it is the easiest area to hide foreign human cargo. With Ecuador serving as a major hub, smugglers move their cargo through Central America, to Mexico, then to the United States. 55 
Recommendation and Conclusion
Ecuador and specifically the Lago Agrio region pose a volatile, uncertain, complex, and unambiguous threat that requires further analysis, understanding, and management within a comprehensive, integrated whole of government approach. This threat manifests itself in multiple concerns ranging from regional security and instability; high level corruption; illicit drug, weapon, and people smuggling; weakened governmental, judicial and legal institutions; money laundering and global financial market manipulation; trade and energy concerns; IDPs and refugee crisis; and alliances between TOC groups, the FARC, and terrorists groups as well as alliances with hostile states such as Iran seeking advantages and opportunities.
Since the early 1990s, the border area of Colombia and Ecuador has been associated with drug trafficking and other illicit activities. Although the leaders of Colombian guerrilla groups and drug cartels have changed and new rival splinter groups constantly emerge, this area will always be a haven for the FARC and TOC groups who are highly organized actors with long term structures. With Ecuador's fragile democracy, failing economy, weak military and high level of corruption, illicit activity is almost guaranteed to continue to exist, especially in the Lago Agrio region.
At least Ecuadorian officials have acknowledged that there is security related problems in the Lago Agrio area and have taken some steps to give the appearance that they are taking steps to mitigate the insecurities posed by the region. On April 24,
2007, Ecuadorian President Rafael Correa formally introduced "Plan Ecuador," which is based on the idea of "oponer la paz a la guerra" ("replacing war with peace"). The plan provides increased security and reliable development along its northern frontier region by focusing on strengthening international and regional relationships, social development of the area, and defense of the population and Ecuador's national territory. 56 While "Plan Ecuador" presents numerous admirable goals, the proposal itself lacks the strong detailed structure necessary to attract international aid and 
